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The recursive relationship between abusive supervision and service performance
Abstract
Purpose: Drawing upon the conservation of resources theory, this study investigates the
recursive relationship between abusive supervision and service performance and the moderating
role of coworker support in this recursive relationship.
Design/ methodology/ approach: This study tests the model using moderated cross-lagged
analysis with a three-wave longitudinal data from 146 hospitality employees who were working
and studying in hospitality.
Finding: Results support the recursive relationship: abusive supervision impairs service
performance and employees with low service performance provoke abusive supervision.
Coworker support mitigates the lagged effect between abusive supervision and service
performance and that between service performance and abusive supervision.
Practical implication: Hospitality organizations should have a zero-tolerance policy towards
abusive supervision. Employees who would like to avoid abuse should improve their service
performance and seek coworker support.
Originality/ value: This study uses a novel analytical approach to examine the recursive
relationship between abusive supervision and service performance. It provides evidence on the
bi-directional causal relationship and sheds light on how employees can avoid getting abused.
This study is also one of the first studies that examine the moderating role of coworker support
on the effect of service performance on abusive supervision.
Keywords: abusive supervision; service performance; causal and reverse causal relationship;
coworker support; cross-lagged analysis
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Introduction
Despite the importance of hospitality leadership, abusive supervision – defined as
supervisor’s sustained display of nonphysical hostility towards subordinates (Tepper, 2000) – is
common in the hospitality industry (Bloisi and Hoel, 2008; Yu et al., 2020). Abusive
supervision, which includes explosive outburst, rudeness, and downward hostile treatments, is
bad for the hospitality industry (Yu et al., 2020): it is negatively related to service performance
(Hon and Lu, 2016; Lyu et al., 2016a), customer-oriented citizenship behavior (Lyu et al.,
2016b), and helping behaviors (Zhao and Guo, 2019); it is positively related to service sabotage
(Park and Kim, 2019) and job dissatisfaction (Pan et al., 2018).
Although the literatures suggested that abusive supervision leads to a low level of service
performance, the correlational natures of these studies stop researchers from concluding a causal
effect (e.g., Lyu et al., 2016a; Pan et al., 2018). At the same time, service performance may lead
to abusive supervision, making the untested reverse causal relationship possible. Specifically,
literature using non-hospitality samples showed that employees’ work behaviors, such as low
task performance and high deviance (e.g., Khan et al., 2018; Mawritz et al., 2017; Lian et al.,
2014; Liang et al., 2016; Tepper et al., 2011), can provoke abusive supervision. Because service
is important to the hospitality industry, employee’s service performance – defined as employees’
behaviors of serving and helping guests (Liao and Chuang, 2004) – may provoke abusive
supervision. The examination of the reverse-causal relationship can shed lights on why some
hospitality employees become the target of abusive supervision or how they can avoid getting
abused.
The bi-directional causal effects suggests a “chicken or the egg” causality dilemma,
which calls for an understanding of the nature of the relationship: Could abusive supervision and
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service performance affect each other in a recursive relationship? If yes, can coworker support
mitigate this recursive relationship? Since a recursive relationship suggests a negative spiral, an
understanding of the boundary conditions can explain how to stop the negative spiral. Abusive
supervision-employee interactions do not exist in a vacuum. Thus, coworker support can be a
workplace interpersonal factor that provide resources to both employees and supervisors and
stops the abusive supervision–service performance spiral.
This study seeks to understand the abusive supervision–service performance recursive
relationship and the moderating role of coworker support in this recursive relationship (see
Figure 1). Drawing upon conservation of resource theory, it proposes that working under abusive
supervisors undermines service employees’ service abilities, impairing service performance;
working with employees with poor service performance impairs supervisors’ leadership abilities,
resulting in abusive supervision. Furthermore, coworker support mitigates both abusive
supervision–service performance and service performance – abusive supervision relationships by
providing resources directly to the employees and indirectly to the supervisors. This study tests
the moderated cross-lagged model using a 3-wave longitudinal survey data collected from 146
hospitality working students.
Testing the model with a sample of hospitality working students is appropriate because of
three reasons. First, these young talents are in their early stages of hospitality careers. Most of
them work in frontline jobs around their class schedules (Schoffstall and Arendt, 2014). Their
lack of bargaining power may make them more likely to become victims of abusive supervision
(Yu et al., 2020; cf. Wisse and Sleebos, 2016). Second, they are actively observing hospitality
workplace characteristics, including leadership, to judge their hospitality careers (Barron, 2008).
Exposure to abusive supervision makes them quit their hospitality careers (Xu et al., 2018).
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Third, these working students are developing their service and leadership skills (Barrows and
Hobson, 1993). Once they build a habit of poor service performance, it is difficult to unlearn it.
They may also become abusive leaders in the future (Hon and Lu, 2016; Tu et al., 2018). Thus,
the damage caused by abusive supervision can be even higher for hospitality working students.
This study can make three major contributions. By examining the nature of the
relationship between abusive supervision and service performance, this study augments existing
research (e.g., Hon and Lu, 2016; Lyu et al., 2016a) and provides evidence to support the
determinantal effect of abusive supervision on service performance. A recursive relationship
suggests that employees can fall into a negative spiral of abusive supervision, showing the
harmful effect of abusive supervision stronger than previously estimated. It also answers a recent
call for investigations of service performance as an antecedent to abusive supervision (Yu et al.,
2020), providing meaningful practical recommendations to frontline employees on how to reduce
their chances of getting abused. Third, showing the moderating roles of coworker support in the
recursive relationship can highlight the importance of coworker support. Extending previous
studies that showed coworker support provides employees with direct resources, this study
shows that coworker support can provide indirect spillover resources to others (e.g., supervisors).
Theory and Hypotheses
Abusive supervision and service performance
Conservation of resources theory assumes that a person has limited emotional and
cognitive resources that can be depleted by various stressors (Hobfoll, 1989). A person can feel
stressed when he/she face a threat or actual depletion of the limited resources. To conserve and
replenish resources, the person withdraws from any tasks that may consume resources. Several
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studies have used the conservation of resources theory to argue that abusive supervision is a
workplace stressor (e.g., Chi and Liang, 2013; Lyu et al., 2016b; Zhao and Guo, 2019). Abused
employees cannot receive useful job-related information from their abusive supervisor. They can
be confused and depressed by the supervisor’s mistreatments. Accordingly, they are exhausted
and withdraw from work.
Providing high-quality service performance is demanding for hospitality employees.
Service employees need to provide emotional labor (e.g., Johanson and Woods, 2008) and deal
with customer mistreatments (e.g., Torres et al., 2017; Wang and Chen, 2020), consuming both
mental and emotional resources (Prentice et al., 2013). This is especially stressful for hospitality
working students who need to balance the demands of school and work (Barron and
Anastasiadou, 2009; Schoffstall and Arendt, 2014; Hsu, 2013). Since abusive supervision
exhausts employees’ resources (Whitman et al., 2014), abused employees tend to conserve the
remaining resources by withdrawing from work (Chi and Liang, 2013) and lowering engagement
(Lyu et al., 2016b). Since hospitality working students may quit working in the hospitality
industry after experiencing abusive supervision (Xu et al., 2018; Hsu, 2013), they are even more
likely to conserve resources by avoiding service-skills training or withholding service
performance. Thus, abusive supervision impairs service performance. Supporting this prediction,
Lyu et al. (2016a, 2016b) showed that abusive supervision was negatively related to Chinese
hotel frontline employee’s service performance and customer-oriented citizenship behaviors.
Similarly, using a sample of Chinese hotel middle-level leaders and their top-tier managers, Hon
and Lu (2016) showed that top-level managers’ abusive supervision impaired employees’ service
performance through the middle-level leaders’ abusive supervision. Formally:
Hypothesis 1. Abusive supervision has a negative effect on service performance.
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Moderating role of coworker support on abusive supervision – service performance path
Conservation of resources theory suggests that resources can crossover from one domain
to another one (Hobfoll et al., 2018). As such, an exhausted person can replenish resources from
different sources (Hobfoll, 1989), including coworkers (Karatepe, 2012; Sloan, 2012). While
abusive supervision exhausts employee’s resources, having supportive coworkers can replenish
the depleted resources. It reduces the impact of abusive supervision on service performance in
three ways. First, supportive coworkers can provide job-related information (Lee et al., 2015;
Swift and Virick, 2013), such as guestlists and service standard operating procedures. The
information helps abused employees, who cannot access information from the abusive
supervisors, to make well-informed decisions and to provide better service. Second, supportive
coworkers can provide task-related assistance (Susskind et al., 2007; Shum et al., 2019), such as
helping busy employees with guest service. This can reduce the depleting effect of abusive
supervision and maintain the employees’ service performance. Third, supportive coworkers can
provide emotional support to the employees (Karatepe, 2012; Neves and Cunha, 2018; Tews et
al., 2014). It reduces the distress caused by abusive supervision, replenishes the depleted
resource, and reduces abusive supervision’s harmful effect on service performance (Hobman et
al., 2009).
Conversely, abused employees without coworker support face a situation where their
limited resources are drained by abusive supervisors. With no alternative supportive resources at
work, they are inclined to reserve their limited resources: they do not have the motivation or
capability to provide superior service. Since hospitality working students have limited
experience, they depend on supervisors and coworkers to provide hands-on service training
(Barrows and Hobson, 1993; Barron and Anastasiadou, 2009; Schoffstall and Arendt, 2014). In
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the case of abusive supervision, coworker support can make a difference in their service
performance because coworkers provide the essential information on service routines and
emotional support to deal with abusive supervision. In short, coworker support can weaken the
impact of abusive supervision on service performance.
Interestingly, despite the overwhelming theoretical support of the moderating role of
coworker support in the literature, the evidences are mixed. Some studies argued for a buffering
effect but found that coworker support strengthened the harmful effect of abusive supervision
(Wu and Hu, 2009; Xu et al., 2018). For example, Xu et al. (2018) argued for a buffer effect of
coworker support on abusive supervision – perceived organizational support relationship.
However, using a sample of Ecuador senior undergraduate students working in internships, they
found that the harmful effect of abusive supervision was stronger when coworker emotional
support was high. On the other hand, Hobman et al. (2009) and Kim et al. (2015) showed that
coworker support weakened the negative effect of abusive supervision on psychological wellbeing and knowledge sharing. Similarly, Duffy et al. (2002) showed that coworker support
attenuated the negative relationship between supervisor social undermining and employee
outcomes. Since knowledge sharing and psychological well-being are important antecedents to
service performance (e.g., Hu et al., 2009; O’Neill and Davis, 2011), coworker support can
mitigate the negative relationship between abusive supervision and service performance.
Hypothesis 2. Coworker support moderates the negative effect of abusive supervision on
service performance such that the effect is weaker when coworker support is high.
Service performance and abusive supervision
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Although both hospitality employees and supervisors are responsible for providing
superior service, managers are tasked with quality management (Llach et al., 2016) as well as
employees’ service-related training. Thus, managers can affect service quality (Arroyo-López et
al., 2017). Guests are likely to hold supervisors accountable for service failure even when the
service failure is the result of frontline employees’ actions (Reynolds and Harris, 2006). With
part of their compensation and performance appraisal tied to service quality (e.g., Haynes and
Fryer, 2000; Hickman and Mayer, 2003; Tsaur and Lin, 2004), maintaining employees’ service
performance can be a stressor for hospitality supervisors (e.g., O’Neill and Davis, 2011; Yasin et
al., 1997). Working with employees with poor service performance is exhausting for supervisors
because they may need to spend extra time and resources to provide service recovery to any
guests whom the underperforming employees fail to provide proper service.
Based on the conservation of resources theory, exhausted people conserve remaining
resources by directing resources to activities that maximize resource gain and minimize future
resource depletion (Hobfoll, 1989). Since dealing with difficult guests can be a potential source
of future resource depletion (Lee and Ok, 2014; Wang et al., 2011), hospitality supervisors may
prioritize guests over employees. Supervisors can be angry at the underperforming employees
because they are the sources of supervisors’ stress (Tripp and Bies, 2010). Supervisors may
direct the remaining resources to provide guests’ service, instead of controlling their hostility
towards employees. As supervisors have limited resources to control their emotional outbursts,
employees’ poor service performance can provoke abusive supervision. Specifically, since
hospitality working students are mostly temporary workers who may leave the organization or
the hospitality industry after graduation (e.g., Barron, 2008; Hsu, 2013; Xu et al., 2018),
supervisors may consider these students as “disposable” easy-targets for abuse (Yu et al., 2020).
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The undervaluing of these students makes supervisors even more likely to abuse these students
when they provide poor service performance.
Thus, employees with poor service performance provokes abusive supervision. Although
there is no existing evidence on the relationship between service performance and abusive
supervision, there is robust support showing that supervisors who are exhausted are more likely
to enact abusive supervision (Eissa and Lester, 2017; Lam et al., 2017). Previous management
studies also showed that task performance is negatively related to abusive supervision (Khan et
al., 2018; Tepper et al., 2011). For example, Khan et al. (2018) sampled participants from diverse
industries (e.g., software, banking, telecom, pharmaceutical) and showed that low performance
provoked abusive supervision through the mediating role of the threat to hierarchy. Similarly,
empirical evidence from non-hospitality industries suggested that supervisors are more likely to
enact abusive supervision towards deviant employees (Mawritz et al., 2017; Lian et al., 2014;
Liang et al., 2016). Formally:
Hypothesis 3. Service performance has a negative effect on abusive supervision.
The moderating role of coworker support on service performance - abusive supervision path
Working with employees with low service performance can be exhausting for
supervisors, making them angry (Tripp and Bies, 2010) and provoking abusive supervision (cf.
Khan et al., 2018). According to the conservation of resources theory, resource spillover from
other domains can replenish resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018), reducing the harmful effect of
stressors (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Although coworker support is directed to the employee, the
supervisor also gains resources indirectly through spillover support from coworkers (cf. Ma and
Qu, 2011).
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Coworker support can buffer the effect of service performance on abusive supervision
because of two reasons. First, coworker support can come in the form of covering-up service
mistakes (Shum et al., 2019), service recovery (Guchait et al., 2014), and service-related
assistances (Susskind et al., 2007). It can reduce the negative effect of employee’s low service
performance on customers and the impact of underperforming employees on supervisors. In
extreme cases, supervisors can be unaware of the employee’s poor service performance, which
reduces the chance of supervisors directing anger to the underperforming employee with abusive
supervision. Second, coworkers can create a positive work climate (Tews et al., 2014; Ng and
Sorensen, 2007), which not only helps to relieve the tension between the under-performing
service employees and the supervisors but also helps to replenish the supervisor’s depleted
resource. Since supervisors and hospitality working students have different expectations
(Harkison et al., 2011; Kelly-Patterson and Geroge, 2001), supervisors view hospitality working
students, especially those with low service performance, as “burdens” and easy victim of abusive
supervision. However, having well-supported working students with low service performance
can be less depleting for supervisors and these supportive coworker can provide supervisors with
spillover resources. Thus, supervisors experience less anger and have more resources to control
emotional outbursts. In short, coworker support mitigates the negative relationship between
service performance and abusive supervision.
However, when the coworkers do not provide support to help the under-performing
employees, supervisors are affected by the employee’s poor service performance: Supervisors
can be exhausted by dealing with the underperforming employees, customer-complains, and
service recovery. Accordingly, the depleted supervisors may direct their anger towards the
employees with low service performance in the form of abusive supervision. Despite the lack of
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evidence supporting the mitigating role of coworker support on the service performance –
abusive supervision relationship, Neves (2014) provided indirect support. He used a sample of
Portugal employees from financial, energy, retailing, telecommunication, construction, and
healthcare industry and showed that coworker support mitigated the effect of stressors (in their
case, downsizing) on abusive supervision. Formally,
Hypothesis 4. Coworker support moderates the negative effect of service performance on
abusive supervision such that the effect is weaker when coworker support is high.
Method
Sample and procedures
A 3-wave longitudinal data was collected by surveying hospitality employees enrolled in
five undergraduate human resources management and organizational behavior classes at a
university in the Southwestern United States. Only adults who (1) were currently working in the
hospitality industry for no less than 15 hours per week, (2) had a direct supervisor that they
frequently interacted with, and (3) had at least 3 coworkers, were allowed to participate in the
study in exchange for 15 extra-credit points in the class. Students who were not eligible or opted
not to participate in research could earn the same amount of extra-credit by completing an essay
assignment.
To reduce common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003) and to test the recursive model
(Liu et al., 2016), three online surveys were collected across two months. At Time 0,
demographic information and general coworkers' support were collected. One month later, the
Time 1 (T1) and Time 2 (T2) surveys, which were lagged by 2 weeks, were collected. In both
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surveys, participants reported their experience of abusive supervision and rated their service
performance using validated measures established in previous studies.
Out of the 300 invited students, 213 fulfilled the selection qualification. There were 146
completed responses after pairing the three surveys and excluding missing data (response rate =
69%). The participants had an average age of 23.06 years (SD = 4.42) and 32% of them were
male. They had an average of 53.44 months (SD = 48.33) of hospitality working experience and
average job tenure for 10.73 months (SD = 14.59). The participants worked in various hospitality
segments, including food and beverage/ restaurant (39%), hotel/ lodging (23%), meeting and
event/ convention (8%), gaming (4%), retails (13%), and other hospitality sectors (13%). Most of
the participants (79%) worked in frontline jobs.
Measures
Coworker support. In the Time 0 survey, participants reported the extent to which their
coworker provided them support in general with Mossholder et al. (2005) six-item scale on a
five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). A sample item states, “My
coworkers really care about my well-being”. The Cronbach’s alpha was .80.
Abusive supervision. In both T1 and T2 surveys, Tepper’s (2000) 15-item scale was used
to measure the frequency of abusive supervision in the last two weeks (1 = never to 5 = very
often). One sample is “In the last two weeks, my direct supervisor ridiculed me”. The reliability
coefficients were .96 (T1) and .98 (T2).
Service performance. Participants rated their service performance using Liao and
Chuang’s (2004) seven-item five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) in both
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T1 and T2 surveys. A sample item is “In the last two weeks, I am able to help customers when
needed”. The Cronbach’s alphas were .89 and .94.
Covariates. The analyses were conducted with age, gender, and job tenure as control
variables. Age was measured in years. Gender was coded as 1 = male and 0 = female.
Participants reported job tenure in months with a question “How long have you worked in your
current job”. As explained below, T1 service performance was controlled for when predicting T2
service performance and controlled for T1 abusive supervision when predicting T2 abusive
supervision.
Data analysis
Moderated cross-lagged analyses were used to test the hypothesized model. It is a path
analysis that predicts the lagged effect of the predictor on the change in the outcome variables
(Liu et al., 2016). By controlling the prior effect of the lagged outcomes (i.e., autoregressive
effect), it controls for the stability in the outcome variables across times, removing concerns
regarding common method bias and covariates. Moreover, it accounts for the lagged recursive
relationship by estimating the effect of the outcome variable on the change in the predictor
variable. The cross-lagged analysis can provide robust evidence on causality and test recursive
relationships. All relationships are specified at the individual (employee) level. Table 1 illustrates
the step of the path model and the corresponding Mplus model syntax.
Results
Descriptive statistics
Table 2 shows the means, standard deviation, and zero-order Pearson correlations for all
studied variables. Supporting the autoregressive effect and the need for cross-lagged analysis, T1
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and T2 abusive supervision were highly correlated (r = .81, p < .01). Similarly, T1 and T2
service performance were highly correlated (r = .58, p < .01). Correlations of the same measure
at different times were higher than the correlations of different measures at the same time,
providing support to the discrimination and convergent validity of the measures (Campbell and
Fiske, 1959).
Confirmatory factor analysis
To verify the factor structure and discrimination validity of the constructs, a confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was conducted. Due to the small sample size-to-item ratio, item parceling
techniques were used to reduce the number of parameters (Little et al., 2002). The proposed fivefactor model fit the data well (χ2 df 94 = 243.54, p < .01; CFI = .94, TLI = .93, SRMR = .03).
Moderated cross-lagged analysis
Table 3 shows the results of the moderated cross-lagged analysis. T1 abusive supervision
was negatively related to T2 service performance (β = -.55, p < .05), even after controlling for T1
service performance. Thus, H1, which states that abusive supervision has a negative effect on
service performance, was supported. H2 states that coworker support mitigates the negative
effect of abusive supervision on service performance. Supporting H2, coworker support
moderated the relationship between T1 abusive supervision and T2 service performance (β = .16,
p < .05). The moderation plot (Figure 2) shows that the negative relationship between T1 abusive
supervision and T2 service performance was weaker when coworker support was high (simple
slope = -.44, p < .05) than when it was low (simple slope = -.65, p < .01).
As shown in the second column of Table 3, the effect of T1 service performance on T2
abusive supervision was negative and significant (β = -1.14, p < .01) after controlling for the T1
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abusive supervision. It provides support to H3. Supporting H4, coworker support moderates the
negative effect of service performance on abusive supervision (β = .31, p < .01). Figure 3 shows
that the negative relationship between T1 service performance and T2 abusive supervision was
weaker when coworker support was high (simple slope = -.95, p < .01) than when coworker
support was low (simple slope = -1.33, p < .01).
Discussion
Theoretical implications
This study seeks to answer two main questions, including (1) Could abusive supervision
and service performance affect each other in a recursive relationship? and (2) if yes, can
coworker support stop this recursive relationship? This study contributes to the literature in
several ways. First, by testing the recursive relationship between abusive supervision and service
performance, this is the first study that showed the coexistence of the effect of abusive
supervision on service performance and effect of service performance on abusive supervision.
This extends previous hospitality studies, which predominantly argued a one-way effect of
abusive supervision on service performance (e.g., Hon and Lu, 2016; Lyu et al., 2016b). It goes
beyond the call for research dedicated to “the interactions with customers as an antecedent of
abusive supervision” in a recent literature review of hospitality abusive supervision research (Yu
et al., 2020, p. 20) by showing this interaction is reciprocal. By showing a negative spiral, this
study demonstrates that the effect of abusive supervision on service performance is stronger than
previously estimated. Moreover, the study considers the unique importance of service
performance in hospitality industry (Liao and Chuang, 2004) and is the first study to show that
low service performance leads to abusive supervision. It extends non-hospitality research
showing employee’s behaviors as a cause of abusive supervision (Khan et al., 2018; Mawritz et
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al., 2017; Lian et al., 2014; Liang et al., 2016; Tepper et al., 2011) by highlighting a unique way
for hospitality employees to control abusive supervision.
Second, based on the conservation of resources theory, this study demonstrate that
coworker support mitigates the abusive supervision recursive relationship. Despite
overwhelming theoretical support of the buffering role of coworker support on the harmful effect
of abusive supervision (e.g., Hobman et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2015; Xu et al., 2018; Wu and Hu,
2009), empirical evidences are mixed. It adds to this debate by providing empirical support to the
mitigation/ buffering role of coworker support. By doing so, it provides a potential explanation
of previous conflicting results: one needs to account for the complex recursive relationship
between abusive supervision and employee outcomes to correctly estimate coworker support
moderation effect.
Finally, the buffering role of coworker support on the service performance – abusive
supervision relationship remains unexplored in the previous literature. The findings demonstrate
that employees are not passive victims, they can actively mitigate abusive supervision by
providing superior service performance and gaining coworker support. The results highlight the
importance of coworkers, which exist within the employee – abusive supervisor social context. It
extends the abusive supervision literature by recognizing that third parties (i.e., coworkers) can
be an important boundary condition to mitigate the abusive supervision recursive relationship. It
extends the spillover resources argument (e.g., Duffy et al., 2002) and suggests that coworker
support can directly help their peer employees and indirectly help the supervisor. Accordingly,
the buffering effect of coworker support can be stronger than previously estimated.
Managerial implications
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While it is understandable that the stressful nature of the hospitality industry pushes
supervisors to be abusive (e.g., Bloisi and Hoel, 2008), the current study suggests that abusive
supervision is bad for service performance. Hospitality organizations should adopt a zerotolerance policy by allowing subordinates to report managerial abusive behaviors. Given the
sensitive nature of abusive supervision, employees may be unwilling to report abusive
supervision in fear of retaliation. Organizations can set up channels for employees to report
incidents of abusive supervision anonymously, such as anonymous surveys that ask for the
details of the hostile event while allowing employees not to disclose their identity. Moreover,
senior managers can manage this problem by walking around and observing the interactions
between supervisors and employees. Senior managers should proactively talk with employees
related to their supervisors’ leadership behaviors and pay attention to abusive supervision,
including explosive outbursts. Abusive supervisors should be given corrective training on the
ineffectiveness of abusive supervision (Shum et al., 2020). Considered the cost of abusive
supervision to service performance, organizations should terminate supervisors who remain
abusive after training. Such no-tolerance policy should be implemented throughout the
organizational hierarchy to avoid the trickle-down effect of abusive supervision (Hon and Lu,
2016).
This study also shows that poor service performance can provoke abusive supervision.
Accordingly, organizations can reduce abusive supervision by improving frontline employees’
service performance. This can be done by hiring employees who are passionate about providing
service and providing employees with service-related training. Interpersonal skills development
and service-procedure training can be an effective way to increase frontline employee service
performance (Dhar, 2015).
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Finally, consider the importance of the buffering role of coworker support, organizations
can mitigate the effect of abusive supervision and reduce abusive supervision by building better
relationships among employees. This can be done by team-building exercises (Bartlett et al.,
1999). Zhang (2017) suggests that employees prefer socializing as a team-building intervention
because they can get to know coworkers beyond their immediate work role. Thus, socialization
practices, including creating a team chat on social media and providing happy hour, should be
encouraged to facilitate the development of coworker support, which can mitigate the abusive
supervision – service performance recursive relationship.
Limitations and future research
This study should be viewed together with its limitations. First, considered the sample
was collected by university students who were working in the hospitality industry, the sample
was relatively young and worked majorly in frontline positions. Second, as the participants
worked in the United States, most of them are low in power distance and collectivism, which
may change the effect of abusive supervision (e.g., Hon and Lu, 2016; Lyu et al., 2016a). Third,
the length of the lagged effects (1 month in between T0 and T1, and 2 weeks in between T1 and
T2) was determined based on experience and convenience. Considered the high turnover of the
hospitality workforce, a two-month study could ensure consistency of the participants’
interaction partners (i.e., supervisors and coworkers) while examining lagged effects. Such timelagged also allowed the respondents to have a reasonable duration to answer the survey.
However, abusive supervision may have an even longer lagged effect on service performance.
Future research can replicate this study in another cultural context with a longer time-lagged in
between surveys and examine if the results can be replicated in older managerial employees in
the hospitality industry.
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Fourth, the longitudinal nature of the data collection process dramatically reduced the
usable sample size. The relatively small sample size and the sophisticated model might reduce
the chance to detect significant findings. Fortunately, this was not a major issue in this study.
However, the relatively small sample size in some segments did not allow further differentiation
by hospitality industry segments. Bloisi and Hoel (2008) suggested that abusive supervision was
more common and acceptable in commercial kitchens. Similarly, service expectations can be
higher for certain industry segments (e.g., upscale hotels/ restaurants) than others (e.g., budget
hotels/ casual restaurants). Thus, future studies can examine how the recursive relationship of
abusive supervision differ across hospitality industry segments.
Moreover, this study relied on respondents’ self-report of service performance, which
may be susceptible to social desirability bias. It reduced the variance of service performance and
decreased the chance to have significant results. Although the social desirability bias was mostly
controlled by accounting for the autoregressive effect of service performance, future studies can
explore the recursive relationship of abusive supervision on other service-related outcomes
variables, including guest review, guest satisfaction, and financial performance (e.g., RevPAR).
These outcome variables are more objective and can have a direct effect on organizational
performance, making them more practically interesting. While this study focused on one form of
workplace mistreatment – abusive supervision, recent studies showed that workplace incivility,
such as coworker and customer incivility, affected work engagement and job performance
(Wang and Chen, 2020). It would be interesting to test whether the recursive effect shown in this
study can be replicated in other workplace mistreatment concepts.
Additionally, this study did not differentiate the effect of instrumental and emotional
coworker support. As Xu et al. (2018) showed that the moderating role of emotional support was
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stronger than instrumental support, the use of overall coworker support in this study might
underestimate the actual effect of coworker support. Besides, resource spillover can come from
multiple sources, such as coworkers, family, and friends. As such, future research can extend the
current study by studying how different sources and types of social support moderate the
relationship between abusive supervision and employee outcomes.
Finally, this study drew upon the conservation of resources theory to examine the
recursive relationship between abusive supervision and service performance. However, these
theoretical mechanisms (i.e., exhaustion) were not empirically tested in the current study. By
examining the mediating mechanisms, future studies can shed light on the development process
of abusive supervision and service performance recursive relationship.
Conclusion
This study used a longitudinal cross-lagged research design to examine the recursive
relationship between abusive supervision and service performance among hospitality working
students. Results indicated that abusive supervision decreased employee’s service performance.
Low service performance, in turn, increased abusive supervision. Coworker support mitigated
this negative recursive relationship by reducing the effect of abusive supervision on service
performance and reducing the effect of service performance on abusive supervision.
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Table 1. Step and syntax for path analysis
Step
1. Control path
2. Autoregressive effect
3. Same time correlations
4. H1: Lagged X--> Y
5. H2: Lagged Y--> X
6. H3: Moderation of
lagged X--> Y
7. H3: Moderation of
lagged Y--> X

Meaning of path
Control variables → T2 abusive supervision
Control variables → T2service performance
T1 abusive supervision → T2 abusive supervision
T1 service performance → T2 service performance
Correlate T1 abusive supervision and T1 service performance
Correlate T2 abusive supervision and T2 service performance
T1 abusive supervision → T2 service performance
T1 service performance → T2 abusive supervision
Coworker support → T2 service performance
Coworker support × T1 abusive supervision → T2 service performance
Coworker support → T2 abusive supervision
Coworker support × T1 service performance → T2 abusive supervision

Mplus Model syntax
T2X on age gender jobten;
T2Y on age gender jobten;
T2X on T1X;
T2Y on T1Y;
T1X with T1Y;
T2X with T2Y;
T2Y on T1X;
T2X on T1Y;
T2Y on Z;
T2Y on T1XZ;
T2X on Z;
T2X on T1YZ;

Note. All studied variables were mean-centered.
Coworker support × T1 abusive supervision is the interaction term of coworker support and T1 abusive supervision. It is calculated by
multiplying coworker support by T1 abusive supervision.
Coworker support × T1 service performance is the interaction term of coworker support and T1 service performance. It is calculated
by multiplying coworker support by T1 service performance.
T1X is the mean-centered Time 1 abusive supervision; T2X is the mean-centered Time 2 abusive supervision;
T1Y is the mean-centered Time 1 service performance; T2Y is the mean-centered Time 2 service performance;
Z is the mean-centered Time 0 coworker support;
T1XZ is the interactive term of Time 1 abusive supervision and coworker support. It is calculated by multiplying T1X and Z;
T1YZ is the interactive term of Time 1 service performance and coworker support. It is calculated by multiplying T1Y and Z.
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Table 2. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Intervariable correlation
1. Age
2. Gender
3. Job tenure
4. Coworker support
5. T1 abusive supervision
6. T2 abusive supervision
7. T1 service performance
8. T2 service performance

M
23.06
0.32
10.73
3.28
1.52
1.53
4.14
4.13

SD
4.42
0.47
14.59
0.61
0.75
0.78
0.59
0.62

1

2

3

4

.09
.13
-.08
.01
.03
.08
-.05

.25**
-.10
.09
.15
-.17*
-.27**

.05
-.14
-.09
.19*
.06

(.80)
-.36**
-.33**
.21**
.29**

Note. N = 146 (listwise deletion). * p < .05. ** p < .01.

5

(.96)
.81**
-.32**
-.32**

6

7

8

(.98)
-.34** (.89)
-.36** .58** (.94)
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Table 3. Results from moderated cross-lagged analysis
Abusive supervision → Service Performance
Service performance → Abusive supervision
Outcome = T2 service performance
Outcome = T2 abusive supervision
Beta
SE
Beta
SE
Control variables and autoregressive effect
Intercept
2.54** 0.54
Intercept
5.12**
1.52
T1 service performance
0.57** 0.08
T1 Abusive supervision
0.81**
0.05
Age
-0.01
0.01
Age
0.00
0.01
Gender
-0.21* 0.09
Gender
0.03
0.08
Job tenure
0.00
0.00
Job tenure
0.00
0.00
Main and moderation effects
T1 Abusive supervision (AS)
-0.55* 0.22
T1 service performance (SP)
-1.14** 0.35
Coworker support (CS)
-0.13
0.14
Coworker support (CS)
-1.33** 0.44
AS × CS
0.16* 0.08
SP × CS
0.31**
0.10
Residual variance
0.22** 0.03
0.19**
0.02
Note. N = 146 (listwise deletion). * p < .05. ** p < .01. Unstandardized betas were reported.
All paths were estimated simultaneously in the cross-lagged path analysis. Variables measured in the same time were correlated (i.e.,
T1 service performance with T1 abusive supervision, r = -.11, p < .01; T2 service performance with T2 abusive supervision, r = -.01
ns). Additionally, there were significant effects of coworker support on T1 abusive supervision (β =-.45, p < .01) and on T1 service
performance (β = .21, p < .01) Those paths were omitted from the table for parsimony.
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Figure 1. Theoretical model
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Figure 2. Moderating role of coworker support on the effect of abusive supervision on service performance

T2 service performance

5
4.5
4
3.5
3
2.5
Low T1 abusive supervision

High T1 abusive supervision

Low coworker support (simple slope = -.65, p < .01)
High coworker support (simple slope = -.44, p < .05)
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Figure 3. Moderating role of coworker support on the effect of service performance on abusive supervision

T2 abusive supervision

3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
Low T1 service performance

High T1 service performance

Low coworker support (simple slope = - 1.33, p < .01)
High coworker support (simple slope = -.95, p < .01)

